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ABSTRACT 
 
The study evaluated two student online contemporary learning environments; Second Life 
and Facebook, student learning experiences and student knowledge outcomes. A case study 
methodology was used to gain rich exploratory knowledge of student learning when 
integrating online social networks (OSN) and virtual worlds (VW) platforms. Findings 
indicated students must perceive relevance in the activities when using such platforms, even 
though online environments create an interesting learning space for students and educators, 
the novelty can diminish quickly and these online environments dilute traditional authority 
boundaries.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Integrating new technologies such as 3D virtual environments and social network sites, into 
business subjects continues to be of interest to both educators and researchers. Of particular 
interest to this study is the use of virtual worlds and other social networks, such as Second 
Life and Facebook in teaching. However, little research is available to guide educators 
looking to integrate such technologies into marketing education curriculum. Further, there is 
limited understanding of the student learning experience and outcomes of integrating online 
social networks into classes with these new types of virtual learning spaces. What are the 
implications for educators integrating OSN and VW into the learning environment?   
 
This paper reports on an iterative research study regarding a virtual world and social networks 
experiential learning opportunity for marketing students in a two subjects: firstly, the virtual 
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world Second Life’s integration into the subject digital promotions; secondly, the integration 
of a social network Facebook into the subject integrated marketing communications. The 
experience of the technology, the learning experience and the learning outcomes for students 
were assessed. The paper discusses the issues pertaining to the experiential environment these 
technologies brings to the class in relation to digital marketing and integrated marketing 
communications over a two year period. The literature pertinent to new media and technology 
enabled learning environments will be reviewed next.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Education in the mobile age can not be replaced with formal education; rather it offers a way 
to extend the support of learning outside the classroom, to the conversations and interactions 
of everyday life (Sharples, 2005). Prior communication media (e.g. television and telephone) 
addressed social limitations related to time and space; virtual environments based on text and 
computer graphics address boundaries of identity as well, "enabling communication about 
very personal things through a depersonalised medium" (Rheingold, 1993, p. 5). With the 
rapid development of technology, a new concept of distance education is emerging; online 
learning, e-learning and web-based learning are different terms that are used for this concept 
and have received more attention over the recent years (Santally, 2006).  
 
Technology Mediated Learning Environments 
Over the past thirty years, computer mediated social networks have been developed at an 
increasing rate (Mazer et al., 2007). While time limits can constrain the amount of face-to-
face student socialization, students who use forms of computer-mediated communication 
(CMC) such as social networks may experience more opportunities to develop personal 
relationships than others (Walther, 1995). Mazer et al. (2007) argues that due to the fact that 
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students who communicate via CMC use more self-disclosures, the use of CMC in the 
instructional context can have a positive effect on the student-teacher relationship, which can 
lead to more positive student outcomes, such as student participation and affective learning. 
O’Sullivan, Hunt and Lippert, (2004) found that students who viewed an instructor’s website 
with high levels of mediated closeness, including forms of self-disclosure, reported high 
levels of motivation and affective learning, representing positive attitudes towards the course 
and teacher. Therefore, a learning environment that is supported with technology can be seen 
as a common tool for a community of learners inquiring a social practice (Santally, 2006). 
Social networks connect people to each other through computer and internet (Brezillon, 2006; 
Wellman, 1997), and its flexible structure and superficial commitment enables users to take 
part in several social networks simultaneously (Brezillon, 2006).  
 
A virtual community is a sub-set of a social network which includes a group of individuals 
who have regular contact in cyberspace, with shared interests, problems or ideas and similar 
attitudes (Brezillon, 2006). Rheingold (1993) defines virtual communities as "social 
aggregations that emerge from the [Internet] when enough people carry on . . . public 
discussions long enough with sufficient human feeling, to form personal relationships in 
Cyberspace" (p. 5). In order for online students to develop a strong sense of community, it is 
vital that the learner experience a learning community where his or her contributions add to a 
common knowledge pool and where a community spirit is looked after through social 
interactions facilitated by a skilled instructor (Rovai & Wighting 2005).  
 
Virtual Edutainment Environment is a particular kind of cyberspace (Venkatesh, Meamber 
and Firat, 1997) where individuals deeply experience the recreated messages and interact 
amongst each other both in terms of education and entertainment (Addis, 2005). Some 
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examples of virtual environment for educators are: Geology Explorer (a virtual world where 
learners assume the role of a geologist), Virtual Cell (three-dimensional visualization of a bio-
environment) and Blackwood (virtual environment that simulates a 19th Century Western 
American town) (Slator, Juell, McClean, Saini-Eidukat, Schwert, White & Hill, 1999). 
According to Dede (1995) the key characteristics of the virtual environments are telepresence 
via avatars and immersion. 
 
According to Haythornthwaite (2005), students face a variety of interactions and relationships 
when they enter the e-learning environment. They also must build relationships with their 
instructors, their classmates and other related staff. In addition, Madoc-Jones and Parrott 
(2005) argue that the interactivity and responsivity integral to e-learning are significant 
capabilities that can facilitate the kind of student centred learning needed in effective 
educational and professional practices. Moreover, they argue that e-learning better provides 
equality of access and opportunity to a diverse range of students to pursue education through 
the creation of critical mass and technological adaptations to diverse needs. Recent research 
has also concluded that as well as having access to technology, ensuring that content is 
available and relevant no matter how it is delivered is important (Luck & Mathews, 2009). 
 
Online Social Networks and Virtual Worlds 
Web-based programs such as Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook (FB) offer users a medium 
to create a virtual identity and network with friends and family (Mazer, Murphy & Simonds, 
2007). Unlike Friendster and MySpace, FB can function exclusively for those in the academic 
community and connects students and faculty (Lashinsky, 2005). Mazer et al. (2007) suggests 
that when a teacher self-discloses certain information, such as personal pictures, messages 
from friends and family, and opinions on certain subjects, students may identify similarities 
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between themselves and the instructor. Consequently, students who access their teacher’s FB 
page may feel more comfortable communicating in the classroom and will approach the 
teacher with course questions and concerns, which may have a positive affect on important 
learning outcomes. 
 
Secondlife (SL) - the most popular virtual world with more than ten million virtual citizens 
and a real economy, with transactions of more than a $1 billion dollars in world (Marketwire, 
2009) has great educational potential as well as game based learning (Boulos, Hetherington & 
Wheeler, 2007). For instance, at the Ohio University sim (land) in SL, visitors can play a 
‘Nutrition Game’ to learn about the impact fast food has on health. Second Life can also be 
used to entertain older people and individuals with physical disabilities, and help them to get 
rid of social isolation and loneliness. For marketing professionals, companies such as 
Vodafone, IBM. Intel, Cisco, Telstra, Reebok, Nike, Accenture, Coca Cola, Mercedes-Benz, 
BMW, Toyota and many more are testing the space for potential 3D interactive opportunities.  
 
The educational communities within SL and other VWs are growing rapidly to enhance the 
learning experiences of students and also extending access for distance learners (Boulos et al., 
2007). Educational institutions have rented land in SL with pre-built educational facilities and 
are creating online communities. Avatars (residents of virtual worlds) or students attend and 
participate in live events like SL lectures, conferences, concerts and festivals; and build 
communities, including learners’ communities. Students can learn about assignments and 
create projects that are visible within the VW. Considering marketing professionals are 
entering these new online platforms, marketing academics need to assess bridging the 
technology void between teaching and practice, as VWs have potential as real world learning 
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spaces. Thus the research question, “what are the implications for educators when integrating 
OSN and VW in the subject?” was developed for investigation.  
 
METHODOLOGY  
Using a multiple data collection research approach, this paper identified patterns emerging 
from experiences with the integration of new online platforms into marketing subjects. 
Multiple sources of data were used to triangulate identified constructs and draw relevant 
information for theoretical critique. That is, data was drawn from three sources: an online 
social network survey (quantitative) with a post subject evaluation (qualitative) and lecturer 
reflections on teaching practice. These sources form the basis for evaluations for how the 
integration of OSNs and VWs influences the student learning environments and outcomes. A 
convenience sample of second and third year students studying Digital Promotions 
(AMB230) and Integrated Marketing Communications (AMB202) subjects each semester, at 
an Australian metropolitan university in Queensland, Australia were used for the study. The 
samples included students who had, and had not participated in using these platforms. A final 
post subject survey was used to draw qualitative comments and these comments were 
triangulated with the subject coordinators reflection and experiences. Results were analysed 
and overall frequencies were performed to detect any significances. ANOVA and t-tests were 
performed. What happened in each of the subjects will be discussed next. 
 
Digital Promotions (AMB230). A field trip in SL Coke Virtual Thirst Pavilion, the Coca-
Cola virtual world in SL. The field trip was a complimentary activity to the subject’s 
curriculum, participation was voluntary. A set time, date and SL location was given to 
students with a brief guide to using SL. Computer labs were also provided for students along 
with tutorial guidance. During the virtual field trip, students interacted with the Coke brand in 
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SL through activities such as dancing, music, and competitions. In addition to picking up free 
Coke T-shirts they could get a free bubble Coke and experience the 360 degree stream of 
cherry cola. They could attempt the Coke penguin puzzles for prizes, as well as engaging in 
other activities with the penguins such as fishing, climbing and drinking Coke. The Coke 
Virtual Thirst Pavilion allowed students to experience SLs game like elements through unique 
emotive activities demonstrating how firms create highly experiential marketing and 
promotional activities to engage consumers with the brand. The SL field trip was linked to a 
small assignment worth five percent of total marks. The assignment was focused on consumer 
behaviour, brand interaction/experiences and ROI issues.   
 
Integrated Marketing Communications (AMB202). A Facebook site was started originally 
for each semester’s cohort. After the second semester, many previous students were still 
commenting on discussion boards. This prompted the decision to create one site that past and 
present IMC students and teaching staff could belong, interact and share information. 
Students were encouraged to post video, comments and anything that they found to be of 
interest to the group. The sites usage grew to include a job and work experience board, 
however the main activity was discussion board postings. Some students posted links to topics 
and stories that were discussed previously in class, which lessened the divide between the 
classroom and students. Assessment was not linked to the activity, however, the use of OSN’s 
is an important tactic in IMC because the teaching staff could only deliver so much 
information in class. FB encouraged students to have fun, discover and learn in their own 
time, because they found the case or class discussion interesting. This aided enjoyment. 
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
A number of questions using Likert scales were used to determine students’ attitudes and 
perceptions of learning outcomes within computer mediated OSNs and VWs. The findings 
revealed that students had a positive attitude to these spaces being utilised for learning. 
Further, they found it interesting, fascinating and to a lesser extent, fun.  
 
In total, 179 usable responses from 187 were collected, over four semesters, from 
undergraduate students. The majority of respondents (71.4 percent) were female and (28.6) 
male. This is an approximate representative proportion of female and male ratio, as the 
student cohort in the two subjects is predominantly female. Tests for significance were also 
conducted. The full frequencies are presented in Table 1.  
 
Our research question was, “what are the implications for educators when integrating OSN 
and VW in the subject?” Students found the learning experiences to be appealing in two of the 
four semesters, with χ² (3,155) = 2.94, p = .035 for AMB202, χ² (3,155) = 2.83, p = .032. 
Therefore, full conclusions cannot be drawn from these results. Therefore we turned to the 
qualitative data. 
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 
 
Constructs or terms related to the experience and perception of the OSN or VW activity were 
found to be important when evaluating the integration of such technology in marketing 
subjects. For example, “Second life online tour was brilliant! Information about now now 
now!” and “Although I tend not to actively participate in many classes, whether it be tutorials 
or lectures, the idea of utilising and integrating social networks into marketing subjects as a 
medium to communicate with students, is a valuable idea. ^^” For AMB202, “The Facebook 
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site helps make the subject personal and allows the lecturing staff to individually connect with 
students despite the large class sizes. Five star rating for engagement, passion for the subject 
and the ability to inspire.”And, “FB allowed us to learn the interests and viewpoints of other 
students and staff in class.” 
 
When asked about student learning outcomes or benefits participants positively indicated the 
experiences were useful, relevant, engaging and more enjoyable (than other subjects). Further, 
students overwhelmingly viewed the activity as assisting them with building marketing 
capabilities, which was the underlying objective of integration into the subjects. For example, 
“It was good to see that AMB230 involved Second Life in the curriculum and definitely a step 
in the right direction to bring these networks into the marketing teaching spotlight”. For 
AMB202, the comments from students revolved around more respect being gained for the 
subject, the lecturer and the University; “She does that extra little bit to make our unit fun and 
exciting and encourages me to attend lectures out of respect for her” and “The subject was 
great. Stay classy QUT. Keep the creativity up.” Finally, “Loved AMB202’s use of FB to 
express ideas, post job opportunities. Showed IMC from other corners of the globe definitely 
increased my understanding of IMC!” 
 
Students’ rated highly aspects of perception of marketing capabilities; they found learning in 
online environments relevant and useful. Further, they rated their attitudes to learning as 
being very positive and enjoyable. However, measures based on high emotion such as means 
a lot, likes a lot and proud to be involved although not negative were also not found to be 
positive. Many students were neutral in relations to emotive responses toward the online 
activity. Hence we should be cautious when being over critical about these findings as 
comments from students were mixed, for example, “It is no doubt that these mediums are the 
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future of social interaction and students need to fully understand the business side of the 
platform – but we should not focus on the social aspect which they interact with every day.” 
Implementation of learning activities within computer mediated environments can be difficult 
to implement for a number of reasons. First, it is harder to control. Students dilute the normal 
barriers between educator and student. This change in interaction gives the student more 
access to the educator, however, the educator needs to be aware of the potential informality of 
interaction. Secondly, there is a steep learning curve for both the educator and student. For 
example, although many students use FB they do not however use SL. Therefore, the 
implementation of Internet technologies should be considered carefully and the educators 
prepared for the long and sometimes stressful technology learning curve with little support.  
 
FUTURE RESEARCH AND LIMITATIONS 
This is but one small study showing the potential for student outcome to student experience. 
Its almost inevitable that computer mediated learning environments will become more 
accepted into university teaching for both costs reduction, but more importantly for engaging 
students. Therefore, educators need to be aware of the implications for them, the time, cost 
and intrinsic enjoyment as well as there students such as experiential learning and knowledge 
building opportunities. Future research should continue to evaluate Internet technology for 
potential positive and negative implications for educators.   
 
 
Table 1 Frequency table  
                                                          AMB230-Secondlife                                             AMB202-Facebook 
Respondents 2007 (56) 2008 (39) 2007 (47) 2008 (37) 
Valid %, A = Agree, N 
= Neutral, D = Disagree 
A N D A N D A N D A N D 
Section 1: Experience of learning environments
Fun  59.0 33.3 7.7 50.0 34.0 16.0 81.4 14.0 4.7 60.7 28.6 10.8 
Interesting  79.5 12.8 7.7 74.0 16.0 10.0 79.1 14.0 7.0 75.0 14.3 10.7 
Appealing  59.0 25.6 15.4 46.0 24.0 30.0 78.6 11.9 9.5 75.0 14.3 10.7 
Fascinating  64.9 29.7 5.4 50.0 30.0 20.0 47.6 31.0 21.4 35.7 42.9 21.5 
Section 2: Perceptions of learning outcomes
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Relevant  71.1 22.2 6.7 72.5 17.6 9.9 64.3 16.7 19.1 71.4 17.9 10.7 
Means a lot to me  37.8 40.0 22.2 41.2 29.4 29.3 26.8 41.5 31.7 29.6 51.9 18.5 
Section 3: Attitude toward OSN or VW
Positive  73.9 21.7 4.4 74.0 18.0 8.0 81.4 14.0 4.7 75.8 15.2 9.1 
Likes a lot  52.2 32.6 15.3 50.0 34.0 16.0 66.7 28.6 4.8 57.6 30.3 12.1 
Useful  65.2 19.6 15.2 72.0 20.0 8.0 65.1 23.3 11.6 63.6 27.3 9.1 
Section 4: Perception  of student outcome benefits
Internet marketing 
capabilities  
87.8 8.2 4.0 90.2 5.9 4.0 73.3 17.8 8.8 68.6 25.7 5.8 
Giving me motivation 
to come to class  
57.1 16.3 26.6 49.0 23.5 27.4 48.9 28.9 22.3 47.2 27.8 25.0 
Making me proud to be 
a part of subject 
42.6 21.3 36.1 51.0 25.5 23.6 57.8 28.9 13.3 52.8 25.0 22.2 
Beyond normally do in 
other subjects  
56.2 20.8 22.9 60.8 15.7 23.5 64.4 17.8 17.8 62.9 22.9 14.3 
More enjoyable 
learning experience  
73.5 14.3 12.2 80.4 9.8 9.8 80.0 13.3 6.6 77.1 11.4 11.4 
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